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Abstract 
Although tremendous efforts have been exerted to improve the teaching-learning process of English, EFL programs still fail to 
deliver as expected, and the EFL learners’ proficiency in English remains inadequate and below expectation. This paper 
investigates the challenges encountered in teaching English in the Arab World countries. It attempts to answer the following 
questions: (1) What are the challenges that we face in teaching EFL? (2) How can we meet these challenges? The findings of the 
study revealed that inadequate preparation of teachers, lack of motivation on the part of the learners, teacher-centered methods 
and inadequate assessment techniques are among the major problems that render EFL programs unable to deliver as expected.  
Keywords: Challenges; teaching English; Arab world. 
1. Introduction 
English has become a global language and teaching it as foreign or second language has increasingly become a 
universal demand. Many textbooks have been designed for teaching English as a foreign language in many countries 
all over the world. Special institutions have dedicated themselves to training English language teachers by 
organizing pre-service and in-service training courses that, in the end, lead to awarding participants a teaching 
certificate. Moreover, Higher education institutions offer degree programs in TEFL. Although tremendous efforts 
have been exerted to improve the teaching-learning process of English, EFL programs still fail to deliver as 
expected. This paper attempts to identify the challenges that we encounter in teaching English in the Arab World 
countries and proposes a number of recommendations to address these challenges. In other words, this study   
attempts to answer the following questions: 
1. What are the challenges that we face in teaching EFL? 
2. How can we meet these challenges and what measures can be recommended to improve the proficiency of the 
English language learners? 
Rationale 
At the outset, we have to admit a bitter fact that we face a problem in teaching English as a foreign language in 
the Arab World. This problem is manifest in the acrimonious fact that the outcomes of the teaching learning process 
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are still below expectations despite the tremendous efforts exerted in teaching EFL. That is to say, the EFL programs 
fail to deliver.  
This study is expected to raise the awareness of all concerned officials to the need to address the challenges of 
teaching EFL in order to contribute to meeting such challenges and problems. Confronting these challenges   entails 
diagnosing them  at the beginning in order to  address them properly and propose feasible and evidence-based 
solutions. 
Review of Related Literature 
This study is based on the practical experience of the researcher, being a teacher trainer and an author of a series 
of textbooks for teaching English as a foreign language in the Arab World. The researcher has been training 
hundreds of English language teachers and supervisors in several Arab countries including Jordan, the West Bank, 
Syria, Sudan, Yemen, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. He also organized many training 
workshops for EFL teachers in private as well as public schools. The challenges that have been identified are not 
restricted to teaching English in the Arab World. Many other countries in the world where English is taught as a 
foreign or second language have been reported to suffer from similar problems. 
 Goss (1999) investigated the challenges that Japanese students encounter in learning English. He visited a 
number of schools and attended several classes. He concluded that Japanese learners of English face a number of 
challenges including inadequate preparation of teachers, lack of students' motivation and large class sizes. Another 
study was conducted by Cheng (2004) about the challenges of teaching English as Second Language in China. The 
researcher examined these challenges at the level of English language teachers, the teaching context and 
professional development programs. The findings of his investigation revealed that teachers were less prepared in 
terms of their subject matter and less qualified than their counterparts in other places of the world in terms of 
methodology. Furthermore, it was reported that teaching takes place in large classes where students are not provided 
with adequate teaching opportunities.  
Many other studies and surveys were conducted in various countries in order to identify the difficulties and 
challenges that teachers encounter in this field. For more details on such studies, the reader is kindly requested to 
view the studies conducted by: Gándara, 2003; Snow et al., 1996; Darling-Hammond, 1999; Darling-Hammond, and 
Youngs, 2002 and Fareh, 1984.  
The findings of this study are based on the surveys conducted on hundreds of English language teachers, the 
observations collected from many classroom visits to English language teachers, and the direct contact with those 
teachers during training workshops in the above-mentioned Arab countries.  
2. Findings 
In what follows, an attempt will be made to answer the questions raised in this study, to highlight the challenges 
of teaching English as a foreign language and then to propose some recommendations that may be utilized to rectify 
the undesirable learning outcomes of EFL programs in the Arab world. 
Challenge 1: Improperly trained teachers or inadequate teaching methodology 
Teachers play a vital role in the teaching-learning process. The teacher is one of the major pillars of success in 
the teaching-learning context. The role of teachers can briefly summed up as follows: They 
x are the main decision makers at the classroom level, 
x decide, shape, and modify the curriculum in accordance with the classroom reality, 
x can make learning more meaningful, 
x can enhance learner' motivation, 
x provide better chances for learning, 
x create interaction in the classroom, 
x attract learners to language learning by establishing good rapport with them, 
x support textbooks and handle their defects,  
x can provide instructional support for English language learners in all language skills. 
x can diagnose problems and offer suggestions to remedy them 
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The qualifications of EFL practicing teachers at Arab schools can be classified into the following groups: 
x BA degree in English Language and Literature 
x Diploma in English 
x Major in Education and Minor in English 
x BA degree in translation 
Although many of these teachers are BA degree holders, most of them have no teaching certificates that qualify 
them for teaching. Most of them did not take any course in teaching English as foreign language. This may account 
for the adoption of the Grammar Translation method by most of them. A considerable percentage of the class time is 
run in Arabic.  Such a practice minimizes the time of exposure to English and thus the learning outcomes will not be 
adequately accomplished. 
Challenge 2:  Teacher-centered rather than learner centered activities 
Teaching is often pitched at the level of the average student. It, thus, ignores the slow learners and the fast ones. 
Both groups get bored either because they cannot follow or because they already know. In other words, two sectors 
of the class are marginalized, so they benefit little from the teaching process. 
In order for the educational process to be successful, it has to value each learner and cater for his or her 
individual needs. Each student matters, and a good educational system must improve the lives of its students 
regardless of their aptitude. It must make a difference Teaching is teacher-centered rather than learner-centered. 
Teachers talk most of the class time and they rarely give students a chance to speak or ask questions. This practice 
can be attributed to the fact that the teachers need to maintain discipline in the class by not allowing the students to 
talk or interact with each other. As a result students get bored and less motivated to learn, and thus they become 
passive listeners. 
These pedagogically erroneous practices are detrimental to the development of language skills that can be better 
promoted through practice rather than remaining idle and silent in class. 
Challenge 3:  Students’ aptitude, initial preparedness and motivation 
School and university teachers often complain of the low proficiency of their students. They also claim that students 
are not motivated to learn. The following are examples of the teacher's comments on their students: 
x They can’t learn. 
x They are uneducable. 
x They are incapacitated 
x They are unable to think 
x Writing is unteachable 
x They are impolite. 
x They do not want to learn. 
However, teachers at any level may forget that it is part of their role to motivate their students and encourage 
them to learn buy creating environments that are conducive to learning. Race (1998:47-57) holds that teachers can 
be active agents in making their students want to learn (intrinsic motivation) and need to learn (extrinsic 
motivation). He said that teaching is a process that involves "creating a thirst for learning." In his article titled 
"Teaching: Creating a Thirst for Learning", Race proposed a number of strategies that teachers can utilize to 
motivate their learners. These strategies include: 
x creating links between teaching, learning, and assessment, 
x  ascertaining that learners clearly know the purpose and the expected learning outcomes of each lecture or unit of 
teaching, 
x varying the range of learning resource material formats, 
x involving the students in planning for their learning and enhancing learner's autonomy 
Furthermore, in his book "Teaching by Principles', Brown (2001) devoted a whole chapter to discussing the 
significance of motivation to language teaching. He suggested a checklist of intrinsically motivating techniques such 
as: relating teaching techniques and materials to the genuine interests of students, presenting materials in a positive 
and enthusiastic manner, making sure that students know what they are expected to do and learn, and involving 
students in the process of decision making pertaining to their learning. 
Enhancing student's motivation can be achieved through the collaboration between parents, teachers, learners and 
Ministries of Education. Unfortunately, it must be admitted that many of our students are poorly motivated, and 
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have poor work ethics. This calls for more organized and well-planned efforts on the part of teachers to remedy such 
a situation. 
Challenge 4: Compartmentalization vs. whole language approach 
EFL teachers, due to their inadequate pedagogical preparation, still believe that language can be better taught as a 
number of discrete or disconnected rather than integrated skills. For example, grammar is taught independently of 
reading and writing. Moreover, writing is not related to reading. This fragmented approach reduces the 
communicative competence of learners. 
Challenge 5: Lack of emphasis on developing skills– emphasis is rather on rote learning.  
In general, many students excel when examinations focus mainly on memorization and rote learning. On the 
other hand, they do not do well when exam questions involve creativity, critical thinking, or problem solving. They 
complain and, unfortunately, they find some who listen to them without trying to do any modifications somewhere 
in the educational system 
It is clear that EFL students do often think logically, but the definition of what is logical is language bound. 
Language and thinking are interdependent; EFL students think in their native languages, and then they render their 
thoughts into English. Since this foreign language has a set of norms of expression different from that of their native 
language.  Their English writing appears to make no sense.  
Challenge 6: Textbooks and teaching materials: 
The evaluation of many EFL textbooks used in a number of Arab countries revealed the following facts: 
x Teaching materials are, in general, culturally inappropriate and this may alienate learners and instigate them to 
develop negative attitudes towards learning this foreign language. Many textbooks are culturally biased although 
their authors claim that they are designed to meet the needs of the learners of EFL. 
x The level of the teaching material is often higher than the level of students; a matter which frustrates many 
students and reduces their motivation. 
x Textbooks are written by native speakers, who more often than not, have no adequate background about the 
learners and their needs or their linguistic background 
x Irrelevant topics that may cause the learners to lose interest in learning English 
x Activities are designed for students of different cultural and social backgrounds. Such activities may not be 
encouraged by the educational system of the country, nor are they favorably adopted by teachers. This creates a 
state of disinterestedness among both learners and teachers.  
x Size of the book is usually large and cannot be covered in a semester or a year. This may disturb teachers and 
embarrass them before their administrators and before parents. 
x In certain countries, the textbooks are authored by local authors (native speakers of Arabic). Surprisingly, these 
books were written without an already established curriculum. The expected competencies and outcomes are not 
identified in advance; therefore, teaching becomes aimless. 
Challenge 7: Assessment methods 
A major factor that may account for the failure of the EFL programs is the official assessment policies adopted by 
ministries of education. General secondary exams, for example, have a fixed format or template on which students 
can be trained within a short period of time and pass the test easily without the need to study the required textbooks. 
Furthermore, the speaking and listening skills are not tested, and that may explain the poor quality of the students' 
oral and aural skills. The reading sub-skills are usually neglected in teaching as well as in testing. Emphasis is often 
on testing explicitly stated information, predicting the meaning of certain lexical items form the context and one or 
two test items on the cohesive device of reference. The ability to infer implicitly stated information, the ability to 
evaluate things, the ability to distinguish opinions from facts, the skill of identifying cohesive devices, in addition to 
problem solving and critical thinking are just examples of the neglected reading skills in both teaching and testing. 
Challenge 8: Exposure to English 
Exposure to English is, by and large, minimal. This can be attributed to the undesirable teaching practices and to 
the improperly prepared teachers. Arabic is frequently used in classes. The teacher talking time is much more than 
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the student talking time. The class size is usually large; a matter which makes it difficult for teachers to involve 
students in discussion or oral interaction. 
Education systems in the third world countries are still traditional. They focus on memorization and rote learning. 
Although some claim that they aim at enhancing students' creativity and critical thinking, they very often do not put 
these goals into effect. This is manifest in the general exams that ministries of education prepare for students at the 
end of the secondary stage. 
3. Recommendations  
1. Only qualified teachers should be allowed to teach. Teachers must have a teaching certificate in addition to their 
qualification in the English language and its literature. 
2. Teaching activities need to be learner-centered rather than teacher-centered. 
3. Creating environments that are conducive to learning, 
4. Using teaching techniques that integrate language skills rather than teaching them discretely. 
5. Writing textbooks and preparing teaching materials that are culturally relevant and that meet the needs and 
interests of learners. 
6. Assessment should be viewed as a teaching and learning device rather than being merely a testing device. 
Assessment tools should evaluate the extent to which the learning outcomes have been accomplished.  
7. Maximizing the students' exposure to English in class by increasing the student talking time and adopting 
interactive communicative teaching activities.  
8. Promoting creative and independent thinking skills. 
9. Establishing realistic objectives and goals for teaching EFL. 
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